• Team Deftness: Team effectiveness as assessed by past performance and other factors.
The study used a total of 138 innovation projects for analysis, projects in which the ultimate success and effectiveness could be quantified.
The results of this study suggested that the absence of Project Framing in terms of clearly specified goals and responsibilities had a negative correlation with team performance. Clearly defined goals and clean-cut responsibilities are critically vital to the innovative success of the team. Any uncertainly in these two factors were manifestly operative in detracting from the performance of the innovation team.
The factor of "Team Deftness" correlated with performance of the team, and also had an impact on Project Framing. The researchers suggested that this factor had a moderating effect on the total performance, and could help to modify some of the problems associated with Project Framing. This suggested that experienced and capable innovators could overcome, to a certain extent, the shortcomings of management in not clearly defining the goals and team assignments. In essence, the experienced innovators sensed the need and filled this missing factor themselves.
The researchers concluded that the often-assumed positive relations between organization of the team and its success is valid, but only for relatively high levels of organization and on complex projects.
The message: Organize your team well; provide very clear-cut objectives and responsibilities; and use capable and experienced people on your innovation team.
Attracting Laboratory Technicians
Some concerted thinking and action is being devoted to the position of laboratory technician. In the past, many of the individuals who are lab technicians have come into the laboratory without experience; it often has been the responsibility of the employer to train such individuals and to equip them for the responsibilities they will eventually be given.
Such "home-grown" talent may have sufficed in the past. Certainly, some outstanding people have come up through the ranks in this fashion. More than a few patents covering nonwoven technologies have the name of an outstanding lab technician as a co-inventor.
However, training of laboratory technicians is being done more and more by trade schools, community colleges and even universities. A capable lab technician can be a real asset to a R&D establishment. Consequently, more thought is being given to the proper training and development of such talent. The Partnership for the Advancement of Chemical Technology recently conducted a Research Profile Study to assess the personality traits, attitudes, learning styles and values of quality lab technicians. The study, sponsored by the National Science Foundation, covered not only such individuals, but also students studying for such a career, as well as instructors involved in their training.
The study found these individuals to be highly collaborative and only moderately independent or competitive. The students also tend to be more introverted than the general class of students, and they are nontraditional, with many older than 30.
In focusing on the ideal instruction for these individuals, the study revealed that curriculum designers should consider including group problem-solving activities and roundtable discussions in their courses for lab technicians. These are the skills and environmental features involved in this type of work, and so appropriate training should be provided.
Also, the study showed that almost half of the technician students have a friend who works in a laboratory or similar job, suggesting that current lab workers are a good conduit for getting the word out to prospective students. Further, greater efforts should be made to assure these students that the careers available put them in a good position to truly become professional researchers.
R&D Return On Investment
A sizeable portion of the industries throughout the world would consider themselves to be a part of a vast research-driven enterprise. Certainly those in the nonwovens industry would consider their activities to fit into this classification. (Note the message in the editorial in this issue.)
Such research-driven companies almost invariably believe or at least pay lip service to the concept that money invested in R&D activities provide a payback. Proof of such a return, however, is always difficult to establish, espe-cially if inadequate accounting practices are employed. Too frequently the evidence is ephemeral, a "gut feeling," or anecdotal in nature. Many business leaders want a more precise and defendable basis for the annual agonizing decisions involved in approving the R&D budget.
Surely the $419 billion chemicals industry in the U.S. is a research-driven affair. And yet, even this business segment struggles with the Return On Investment for the R&D budget. Noteworthy is the fact that the chemical industry portion of the total U.S. R&D investment has been declining for years, from 11% in 1956 to about 8% in the past decade.
The exact reason for this decline is uncertain; perhaps the percentages are skewed by the fact that the computer and related research-oriented industries have grown so much in the past decade and chemicals are just a smaller piece of the whole. Undoubtedly another factor is that no one has exactly quantified what kind of bang these companies get for their research buck.
A new report from the Council for Chemical Research (CCR) addresses this problem by analyzing data from more than 80 publicly traded chemical companies. From this study the conclusion was drawn that, on the average, every dollar invested in chemical R&D today yields $2 in operating income over six years. This has apparently confirmed many of those gut feelings.
In the next phase being pursued by this program, CCR will evaluate results from specific types of R&D. It is hoped this study will lead to techniques, topics and evidence that will further validate these concepts. This should materially help to further sharpen the business communities view of R&D expenses in the chemical industry. It is sincerely hoped that similar forces are acting within the nonwovens industry.
Getting the Message Out
One of the most difficult responsibilities for a Research Director is to get out the numerous messages associated with DIRECTOR'S CORNER
MEETING STAFFING NEEDS WITH SENIORS
A lthough conditions change quite rapidly, there does seem to be continuing problems with research organizations filling all of their staff needs. The Research Administrator feels this is especially true when it comes to filling the empty slots with "good people."
One potential source that may be overlooked in this search is the labor pool of older workers and even senior citizens. Of course, most of these slots require special skills. However, such special skills are not unknown amongst the reservoir of such older people.
Some universities have done an excellent job with this approach, enlisting the services of experienced and seasoned professionals. Sometimes the position is created with a specific individual in mind, perhaps to teach a special course or assist with a special project. The position of "Adjunct Professor," "Adjunct Research Scientist" or similar is often used to designate and exploit such talent. There are several notable examples of this approach within academe at the present time, in both the practical as well as the theoretical domain.
However, virtually all levels of technical, scientific and business activities can be considered for this approach. A second career, even at a lower level and a somewhat different arena, may be attractive to individuals with talent, skills and experience. The old wisecrack about the person who retired and then went seeking a job after six weeks likely has a solid basis in fact. This is borne out by data from the recent U.S. Census. The number of Americans 65 and older working or seeking work increased 10% between March 1999 and March 2000 to 4.5 million, the Census Bureau said in a recent report. These data indicated that there was a 22% increase in seniors in administrative support positions, including clerical jobs, and an 18% increase in sales job.
The Alliance for Retired Americans, in pointing to these increases, indicates there are 32.6 million in the age group over 65, 1% more than in the previous year. Not all of these people want to work, obviously, but an increasing portion apparently do want to continue to work.
It is interesting that a recent Wall Street Journal article (May 23, 2001) described an effort by the American Association of Retired People. This organization wanted to select the "Best employers for workers over 50." They mailed invitations to 10,000 companies to provide information to assist in the selection. Only 14 companies responded! Many companies indicated they had not given that aspect of their Human Resources efforts any consideration. It seemed to be an area where the average employer was largely out of step with the aging of the work force.
There are some companies that are exceptions, of course; they obviously are exceptional. At CVS drugstore chain, for example, 15% of the employees are over 55; CVS actively recruits older workers. It says they stay with the company longer and show more commitment.
There are obstacles to some of these practices, including phased-retirement, where an employee goes from a full-time status to employment that is less than full-time. Some of the obstacles are related to retirement, taxation, pension benefits, etc. These obstacles may require federal legislation to correct. Working conditions, flexibility and a desire for autonomy may be other factors to consider.
Overall, however, this is an employee pool that will receive more consideration by managers in the future. After all, during the year of 2001, the number of workers who are 40 and above will surpass those under 40 for the first time. Good Hunting!! safety, accident prevention, pollution control and the like. It is a task that is never finished; it has so many aspects, and yet can be critically important, especially in retrospect following an "event."
Pity the plight of the poor Safety Manager/Industrial Hygienist/Environmental Manager who must deal with such motivational things all the time.
The problem is to continuously get the messages out to all personnel, get them to read or study the materials at regular intervals, and then repeat and reinforce the messages unceasingly. That's quite a challenge.
One enterprising Safety and Hygiene officer within the Procter & Gamble organization chose a rather unusual approach that has proved to be quite effective. He acknowledges that he did not get prior management approval for the technique, undoubtedly because he was rather confident that such approval would not be forthcoming. Nevertheless, he moved ahead with determination by regularly posting his safety messages in the bathroom stalls at the P&G Health Care Research Center in Mason, Ohio. To ensure sufficient time for the entire message to be read and studied, the postings were made adjacent to the toilet commode, where they would be easily available to every occupant.
The safety-related items were soon referred to as "potty postings," also called "toilet tabloids." The manager confessed that there was a certain amount of resistance to the approach at first, but the message was getting out! One associate complained that "Our last bit of privacy is being invaded by safety messages!" Another asked the question, "Is no place sacred?"
Undaunted, Allan Bayless, the Safety Manager, persevered in the program and was rewarded within a few weeks when the grousing subsided and some positive comments began to emerge. He reported that some colleagues even began to offer suggestions and to request new postings if the current ones stayed up too long.
He now has management approval, and reports that the approach is being tried at other P&G locations. His experience has shown that popular topics include a range of rather violent events. Apparently everyone loves an accident, a flood, a fire or a reaction gone crazy. He always tries to exploit the described event by discussing what went wrong and what should be done to correct the situation. Bayless found this approach to be much more effective than simple e-mailing individuals. After all, an email can be discarded with a key stroke! If this approach sounds useful and further information in desired, Bayless can be contacted via e-mail at bayless.av@pg.com.
An Environmental Policy
The peoples of this earth have come a long way in developing an environmental conscience and doing the "right thing." The past 40 years have seen a large portion of the population grow from disinterest into a strong concern for the world's environment and the legacy that will pass to future generations.
The effort has had its distracters of course. On the one side there have been the adamant resisters and the obscene polluters. On the other side have been the eco-extremists and eco-thugs. Despite this situation, progress has been achieved.
An interesting policy statement on the environment and their relationship to it has recently come from one of the nonwoven industry's major members -J.W. Suominen Oy, Nakkila, Finland.
While Suominen's Environmental Policy statement is simple and straightforward, it clearly provides a basis for decisions both large and small. It can be readily understood by top management, board members, middle managers and employees at all levels, as well as by customers, competitors and the general public. It would seem that all sectors of the industry would benefit from a similar, simple statement or credo that would guide all phases of a company's operations.
An example of Suominen's Environmental Policy statement appears in the box on this page.
To decrease environmental loading, JWS uses BATNEEC (Best Available Technology Not Entailing Excessive Costs), minimizes the waste and recycles where feasible. JWS commits to fulfill relevant environmental legislation, regulations and other obligations.
Top management establishes the environmental objectives and appropriate resources for their implementation and monitors their performance. Supervisors are responsible for implementation of environmental targets related to their area of responsibility and continually aim to consider the improvement of environmental performance while developing activities and working practices.
Personnel's commitment, as well as the recognition of their own responsibility, is ensured by systematic training, communication and encouragement.
While it may not be perfect, it is concise and understandable! -INJ INJ Summer 2001 9 DIRECTOR'S CORNER ENVIRONMENTAL POLICY J.W. Suominen develops, produces and supplies nonwovens profitably according to customers' needs, such that the activity's adverse environmental impacts are as slight as possible.
JWS's key environmental aspects are:
• Prevention of pollution.
• Continual improvement so that environmental loading, in relation to production volume, decreases annually.
• Environmental loading is monitored and measured comprehensively and the results are public.
